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Euthanasia has been a fiercely debated topic for a long time in not only India but in the other 
parts of the world also. The debate is still going on in India after the judgment in the famous case 
Aruna Shanbaug vs. Union of India
1
, in which Hon‟ble Supreme Court legalize it, though in a blanket 
way, thus including the „right to die‟ as one of the components of „right to life‟. The supporters of this 
practice, often tries to find its validity from the religious practices and beliefs of India. Religion is 
woven, like warp and woof, in human life. A religion is the throbbing of life. There will hardly be any 
area in the world, where religion in one form or other is not followed. Truth, love for all, forgiveness, 
non-violence, right conduct and compassion are being the integral part of philosophy of all the 
religions practiced in India. Though all the religions respect sanctity of life and the supremacy of the 
creator over the humans, they gives the verdict against the killing of others or the suicide but there are 
glimpses of the acceptability of the concept of euthanasia in some religions in certain circumstances. 
This paper is an exploration into the various religions to find the references on euthanasia. 
Euthanasia and Hinduism 
It is believed that the basic tenets of Hinduism are brought to India by the Aryans who invaded 
the Indus valley civilization and settled along the banks of the Indus River around 2000 BC.  
It is not easy to label down any characteristic or a definition of Hindu religion, as it does not 
have an organized structure. Hinduism is rather a way of living other than a much disciplined formal 
institution. 
The Hinduism believe in the reincarnation of the soul through many lives, not necessarily 
humans and the ultimate object of life is not the materialistic gains but  to achieve moksha that is 
liberation from the cycle of death and rebirth, which is not possible without good karma. The good 
karmas are those which are based on the dharma and as non-violence is one among the many ‗dharmic‘ 
principles, a Hindu should not be violent or cause harm to other beings. Killing in any form, therefore, 
brings bad Karma to the killer, because of the violation of the principle of non-violence. Such Hindu 
ideology gives mandate against the practice of euthanasia.  
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Still there are some circumstances where as per the philosophy of the Hindu religion,  a  man  has  the  
right  to  choose  the  time  to  end  his  life. 
According to the Bhagvadgita, which is the most well-known of the Hindu scriptures, written 
about the 2
nd
 century BC and forms the sixth part of  Mahabharat containing some of the most brilliant 
theological lessons about the nature of God and of life ever written, explains how some saints leave 
their mortal body before the stipulated time of death. Shri Krishna says- 
“Yadaksharam vedvido vadanti vishantiyadyatayo vitragah I 
Yadichchanto  brahmacharyam charanti  tate  padam sangrahen pravakshye II 
Sarvadvarani sayamya mano hradi nirudhya cha I 
Murdhanyadhayatmanah pranmasthito yogdharnam II 
Omityekashram brahma vyaharnmamnusmaran I 




(Persons learned in the Vedas, who utter omkara and who are great sages in the renounced 
order, enter into Brahman. Desiring such perfection, one practices celibacy. I shall now explain to you 
this process by which one may attain salvation. 
The yogic situation is that of detachment from all sensual engagements. Closing all the doors of 
the senses and fixing the mind on the heart and the life air at the top of the head, one establishes 
himself in yoga. 
After being situated in this yoga practice and vibrating the sacred syllable Om, the supreme 
combination of letters, if one thinks of the Supreme Personality of Godhead and quits his body, he will 
certainly reach the spiritual planets.)
3
  
Thus Shree Krishna explains that only the great holy souls can be able to win the death and in 
the verses given above, he narrates how this can be done. But here self-chosen death is not the result of 
pain, sufferings, disease or the sorrows of life as in suicide or as in the cases of euthanasia but for the 
highest spiritual attainment of soul. Here death occurs not in the state where a person is not able to 
convey his assent but in the full consciousness and as a result of his self-decision after all his worldly 
desires are over. The death here is not the escape as in the modern concept of euthanasia, but the 
attainment and the unification with the almighty god. 
Further, in relation to the joys and sorrows and the sufferings of the body, Gita says- 
“Matrasparshastu kauntay shitoshna sukhah duhkhdah I 
Agmapayinonityastamastikshasva bharat II 
Yam hi na vyathyantyete purusham purusharshabh I 
Samduhkhsukham dhiram somrutatvay kalpate II
4
 
(As the embodied soul continuously passes, in this body, from boyhood to youth to old age, the 
soul similarly passes into another body at death. A self-realized soul is not bewildered by such a 
change. 
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O son of Kunti, the nonpermanent appearance of happiness and distress, and their 
disappearance in due course, are like the appearance and disappearance of winter and summer seasons. 




Swami Prabhupad, the founder of Hare Krishna mission and a scholar in Vedic literature 
explains these verses as- 
‗Every mortal being after taking birth passes through the stages of childhood, youth, old age 
and death. The old age can bring incapabilities and diseases. No one can be saved from this cycle. As a 
prisoner has to complete his tenure in jail, likewise a soul has to complete a stipulated period in the 
body. Any effort to leave this body (as suicide or euthanasia) would amount to the offence of breaking 
the jail and then the punishment is inevitable.‘ 
6
 
Thus, the Gita does not permit anybody to embrace death due to pain, incapacities or disease. 
There are also some historical reference to euthanasia in Hindu mythology. Bhishma in 
Mahabharat had the right to choose the time of his death. He fought the battle of Mahabharat for 
eighteen days and the incident of his leaving the mortal body is narrated in Shrimad Bhagvatam
7
  as- 
―May He who in my meditations appears as the four-handed God of the Gods, the Supreme 
Lord with His cheerful smile, His eyes red like the morning sun and His decorated lotus face await me 
when I leave this material body. " 
8
  
―Bhîshmadeva, the protector of thousands of sciences and arts, then fell silent and with a mind 
freed from all bondage he fixed his eyes wide open upon the Original Person Lord S'rî Krishna, the 
Fourhanded One who was standing before him in yellow garments.‖
9
 
Bhishma, then thinking about Krishna left his body. There was silence all over there. He was 
held high in esteem by all gathered there and there was rain of flowers from the sky in his respect. 
One another reference of euthanasia in Bhagvatam is of Drutrashtra, who after the defeat of his sons in 
the battle of Mahabharat, leaves for the Himalyas to leave his body in solace. He was suggested by his 
younger brother Vidur- 
―Vidura who knew this said to Dhritarâshthra: 'Oh King, [dear brother], please withdraw 
yourself without delay, just see how fear has taken the lead in your life. In this material world there is 
no help of anyone or anything to escape from this fear, because that fear concerns the Supreme Lord 
who approaches us all in the form of eternal Time. Inevitably overtaken by the pull of time a person 
must, just like that, give up this life as dear as it is to everyone, not to mention the wealth and such he 
has acquired. With your father, brother, well-wishers and sons all dead, with your life expended and 
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your body decrepit, you live in another man's home. You have been blind since you were born, don't 
hear that well anymore, your memory fails and recently your teeth loosened, your liver gives you 
trouble, and you are loudly coughing up mucus. Alas, how powerful the living being its attachment to 
life is! It is that strong that it makes you, just like a household dog, eat the remnants of the food left 
over by Bhîma [your Pândava nephew]. How can you subsist on the grace of those whom you tried to 
burn and poison and whose wife you have insulted while usurping their kingdom? Whether you like it 
or not, you will, however much you value your life, have to face the fact that this miserly body will 
dwindle and deteriorate like an old garment. Someone is courageous and wise if he, unconcerned in 
being freed from all obligations, accepts that he has to head for an unknown destination when he is no 
longer able to use his body properly.” 
10
 
Drutrashtra, then proceeds to the forest, where he practiced about the successful way of leaving 
the body. He practiced yoga, drinks only water and lived in the calm and the spiritual environment 
chanting the name of god and in this way he was able to leave for the heavenly abode at the desired 
time. 
These references shows that Vedic Shastras accepts the concept of euthanasia. Many more 
references are there in the Hindu history about saints leaving for Himalaya for ‗Tapasya‘ and leaving 
the body but the circumstances referred in those cases are different from the circumstances in which 
euthanasia is sought in the present times. Euthanasia is not prescribed in the Vedic literature as a 
shortcut to lessen the pains but this facility is given to those holy souls who has completed all their 
worldly duties, attained the peak of ‗Bhakti‘ and are now best suited to be one with the almighty god. 
Hindu religion and culture also accepts the concept of euthanasia in the form of practicing 
‗Prayopavesa‘ means fasting to death which is an acceptable way for a Hindu to end their life in certain 
circumstances like- 
1. Inability to perform normal bodily purification 
2. Death appears imminent or the condition is so bad that life‘s pressure is nil 
3. The decision is publicaly declared 
4. The action must be done under community regulations 
 
But ‗Prayopavesa‘ is different from what people mean by suicide or euthanasia in the following way- 
1. It is non-violent and uses natural means. 
2. The decision to end the life is taken by the person himself 
3. Where suicide and euthanasia denotes escapism, prayopavesa is associated with feeling of 
serenity. It is for those elderly ascetics who are fulfilled, have no ambitions and desires left and 
no responsibilities remaining in this life.  
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Euthanasia and Islam 




Quran which literally means ‗to proclaim‘ or ‗to read‘ is considered as the compilation of the 
revealetion of God to Prophet Muhammad through the divine voice of Gabriel. The message acquired 
from God is called ‗Vahi‘ and all such ‗Vahees‘ combined together are called ‗Quran‘. The canto of 
Quran is called ‗Surah‘(brick). In these surahs, the messages or the ‗Ayats‘ are written. There are in all 
114 surahs containing 6238 ayats in total. 
The basic tenets of Islam are not so much beliefs, as rituals. Known as the five pillars, they include:  
1. Shahada (A statement of faith). 
2. Salat (Prayer) 
3. Zakat (Alms) 
4. Saum (Fasting) and 
5. Hajj (Pilgrimage) 
As the term ‗Islam‘ in Arabic language itself means ‗Peace‘, all kinds of killing is prohibited under 
this belief. Islam believes in the sacredness of human lives because it is given by Allah. As said in the 
holy Quran- 
“…..be submitted to Allah who has made you and all those who preceeds you‖ 
12
 
We have three main source to study the Islamic view on euthanasia: First, the Islamic primary 
source, the Holy Quran, which is the most important and reliable source for finding Islamic 
perspective. Second, religious opinions and decrees (Fatwa) 
13
from great Muslim scholars, which are 
called Mofti-al-Aazam in Sunni tradition and Ayatollah-al-Ozma in Shiit tradition.  Third, the Islamic 
codes of Medical ethics
14
 which are the results of the discussions and consensus among Muslim expert 
and scholars in these regard.  
According to Quran, the holy book of Islam, only Allah has the right to take one‘s life as it is 
he who have given such life, therefore, human beings should not interfere in this matter. Allah will 
decide how long one has to live as when it is said- 
“…..And no person can ever die except by Allah‟s leave and at an appointed term” 
15
 
Further it says- 
“…..do not destroy yourself. Surely, Allah is ever merciful to you” 
16
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The holy Quran also point out the circumstances when a person can take another‘s life and if 
we see what it says about these circumstances, we would notice that to take one life to relieve him of 
pain or illness is surely not the valid reason. The Quran says- 
“……..if a man kills a man for any reason (other than the reason that he had killed somebody or 
creating terror on this earth), he is killing the whole mankind……”
17
  
Further, the Quran declares the dominion of ‗Allah‘ over human life, therefore, negating the 
right of a human to decide the time and mode of one‘s own death or of another human – 
 




Valuing the human life, Quran says – 
“Do not take life which Allah made sacred, other than in the course of justice” 
19
 
It says that only ‗Allah‘ has the right to give life and death to humans – 
“He has given life to you and only he will give you death……..”
20
  
Thus Quran does not allow any human being to take anothers life except under certain 
circumstances among which euthanasia is certainly not the one. 
When we go to the second source of Islamic views on euthanasia, we observed that all the 
fatwas till date on euthanasia has forbidden it. The European council of Fatwa and research has stated,‖ 
It is forbidden to end deliberately (by intention) or to hasten the death of any person."
21
  
Looking at some other prominent Fatwas, it would be clear how bluntly some of the Islamic scholars 
ruled out the concept of euthanasia- 
Saudi Arabia‘s grand mufti Shaikh Abdul Aziz bin Abdullah bin Baz has ruled that Euthanasia 
or mercy killing is un-islamic. He said that it was against Sharia to decide the death of a person before 
he is actually dead.
22
  
Ayatollah Khamanei, leader of Islamic republic of Iran, as a Shiite muslim scholar  has  issued  
a fatwa considering euthanasia ―in all forms‖ forbidden.
23
 
But gradually, the staunch Islamic attitude is diverting in favour of this concept, though the 
acceptability seems to be in the favour of the passive euthanasia. Some of the recent Fatwas are worth 
consideration in this matter- 
The Egyptian scholar Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi issued a fatwa equating euthanasia with 
murder but he seems to have a somehow flexible view when he allows the withholding of treatment 
that is deemed useless.
24
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Dr. Muzzami Siddiqi, former president of the Islamic society of North America, wrote, ―If the 
patient is on life support, it may be permissible, with due consideration and care, to decide to switch 
off the life support machine and let nature take its own time.‖ 
25
 
Moving towards the third source, The Islamic code of Medical Ethics, issued by the first 
international conference on Islamic medicine held in Kuwait, in 1981, states, ‖In his/her defence of 
life, however, the doctor is well advised to realize his limits and not transgress it. If it is scientifically 
certain that life cannot be restored, then it is futile to diligently keep the patient in a vegetative state by 
heroic means or to preserve the patient by deep freezing or other artificial methods. It is the process of 
life that a doctor aims to maintain and not the process of dying. In any case, the doctor shall not take a 
positive measure to terminate the patient‘s life.‖ 
 
Showing concern about the euthanasia and the physician assisted suicide, the code says- 
―Human life is sacred, and it should never be wasted except in the cases specified by Sharia and 
the law. This is the question that lies completely outside the scope of the medical profession. A 
physician should not take an active part in terminating the life of a patient, even if it is at his or her 
guardian‘s request, and even if the reason is severe deformity; a hopeless, incurable disease; or severe 
unbearable pain that cannot be alleviated by the usual pain killers. The physician should urge his 
patient to endure and remind him of the reward of those who tolerate their sufferings. This particularly 
apply to the following cases of what is known as mercy killing: a. the deliberate killing of a person 
who voluntarily asks for his life to be ended; b. physician assisted suicide; and c. the deliberate killing 




Further the code says- 
―The following cases are the examples of what is not covered by the term ‗mercy killing‘: a. the 
termination of the treatment when its continuation is confirmed, by the medical committee concerned, 
to be useless, and this includes artificial respirators, in as much as allowed by the existed laws and 
regulations; b. declining to begin a treatment that is confirmed to be useless; and c. the intensified 
administration of a strong medication to stop a severe pain, although it is known that this medication 
might ultimately end the patient‘s life.‖ 
27
 
Thus it is seen that though the concept of euthanasia is strictly forbidden under the holy Quran, 
the religious scholars and the medical ethics based on the religious codes have understand the need of 
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the time and liberating towards adopting the concept but the acceptance is only in the favour of what is 
called the passive euthanasia.  
Euthanasia and Christianity 
This religion started as a Jewish sect and dates back to 4 BC, originated with Jesus of Nazarath, 
a Jewish prophet and teacher, believed to be born to virgin Mary in Bethlahem. The long standing 
belief of this religion rests in the coming of the messiah, crucification, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, who was believed to be the ‗son of God‘.  
The holy book of Christianity is the ‗Bible‘ which consists of Old Testament and the New 
Testament (four books written by different authors from 30 to 100 years after the death of Jesus).  
Christian religious belief does not give permission of euthanasia. ―The arguments are usually based on 
the beliefs that life is given by God, and that human beings are made in God‘s image. Some churches 
also emphasize the importance of not interfering with the natural process of death.‖
28
  In the earlier 
Christian history, St Augustine gave the first formal prohibition of suicide when in his book ‗The City 
of God‘; he argued that the Fifth Commandment, ―Thou shalt not kill‖, applied to suicide as well as 
homicide. Then, an influential monk St Thomas Aquinas reinforced the views of St Augustine and 
declared the act of suicide unlawful for three reasons- 
1. Everything naturally loves itself and as a result it naturally struggles to keep itself in being and thus 
suicide is contrary to the inclination of nature. 
2. Every man owes his life to the community and thus by killing himself, he is injuring the whole 
community. 
3. Life is God‘s gift to man and subject to his power, thus by killing himself; he is doing sin against 
God. 
If we refer the Bible, the holy book of Christians, there are three reference of suicide in it. First, 
the king Saul begs his servant to kill him, but the servant refuses, so Saul falls on his own sword. The 
servant then kills himself as well.
29
  Second, David‘s counselor Ahitophel hangs himself
30
. Third, 
Judas Iscariot was remorseful after betraying Jesus and hangs himself
31
. But it is noteworthy that none 
of the persons who commit suicide in the Bible are heroic or sympathetic figure. 
The Greek Orthodox Church who preached that a life is the gift from God and it is the duty of a 
man to preserve and enhance life gives its mandate against suicide and euthanasia very strongly. It 
prohibited the church burial for those who commit suicide but relaxed its stand in the cases of suicide 
of persons of unsound mind. The church also considers euthanasia as a form of suicide on the part of 
person who commits it and the form of murder on the part of persons who assist other in this act. 
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Suicide and murder, both are considered as a sin under the church‘s belief. About euthanasia, the 
church said- 
―The church does not expect that excessive and heroic means must be used at all costs to 
prolong dying, as has now become possible through technical medical advances…..the church may 
even pray that terminally ill persons die, without insisting that they be subjected to unnecessary and 
extraordinary medical efforts. At the same time, the church rejects as morally wrong any willed action 
on the part of an individual to cause his or her own death or the death of another, when it otherwise 
would not occur.‖ 
32
 
The Roman Catholic Church also opposed euthanasia as well as suicide as it thinks that only 
God is the master of man‘s body and any effort to cause death is a lack of charity for oneself and is 
contrary to the natural instinct of all creatures for self-preservation. 
On 5
th
 May 1980, ‗the sacred congregation for the doctrine of faith‘ issued an official 
declaration on euthanasia in which euthanasia in all forms is condemned. 
In 2003, the ‗Catechism of catholic church‘ strictly prohibits all forms of euthanasia. Para from 
2276 to 2279 of Article 5(the fifth commandment) from Chapter 2(You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself)
33
  addresses euthanasia- 
Para 2276—Those whose lives are diminished or weakened deserve special respect. Sick or 
handicapped persons should be helped to lead lives as normal as possible. 
Para  2277—Whatever its motives and means, direct euthanasia consists in putting an end to the lives 
of handicapped, sick or dying persons. It is morally inacceptable. 
Para 2278—Discontinuing medical procedures that are burdensome, dangerous, extraordinary, or 
disproportionate to the expected outcome can be legitimate; it is refusal of ―over-jealous‖ treatment. 
Here one does not will to cause death; one‘s inability to impede it is merely accepted. The decisions 
should be made by the patient if he is competent and able or, if not, by those legally entitled to act for 
the patient, whose reasonable will and legitimate interests must always be respected. 
Para 2279—Even if death is thought imminent, the ordinary care owed to a sick person cannot be 
legitimately interrupted. The use of painkillers to alleviate the sufferings of the dying, even at the risk 
of shortening their days, can be morally in conformity with the human dignity if death is not willed as 
either an end or a mean, but only foreseen and tolerated as inevitable. Palliative care is a special form 
of disinterested charity. As such it should be encouraged. 
Thus Christianity seems to show some inclination towards the concept of euthanasia when we 
read paras 2278 and 2279 of the catechism but if these paras will be read carefully, it is clear that while 
allowing to discontinue treatment that are ―burdensome, extraordinary, or disproportionate to the 
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expected outcome‖, the church took a strong pro-life stand in the para 2279 when it put stress on the 
palliative care and respect for the lives of sick and people with inability. 
Euthanasia and Jainism 
Jainism which was the offshoot of Hinduism originated in about sixth century BC and is 
attributed to the teacher called Mahavira whom the Jain tradition claims to be 24
th
 in the long line of 
‗tirthankars‘.  
Jainism is the only religion in which euthanasia is prescribed in very clear terms. Santhara is 
the Jain religious ritual of voluntary death by fasting. ―Jainism believes that each and every action 
(eating included) may or may not become Karma. A tree, even if it has only one sense, has life, and 
hence taking away a piece of it (vegetable, fruit, leaf) hurts it- thereby adding a negative Karma to all 
who encourage this process. Besides, there may be living organisms living in it. The basic idea in 
different kinds of Jain fasting is to acquire a lowest possible negative Karma and purify oneself in the 
process.‖
34
 Santhara, that is fasting till death is considered as the best way to spiritual purification. 
Jainism does not support suicide as they differentiate santhara from suicide on the basis of the intention 
involved in these two acts. Suicide involves an intentional act of harm against oneself with a known 
outcome that negatively affects those who left behind but in the case of santhara, death is welcomed 
through a peaceful, tranquil process providing peace of mind for everyone involved. 
Santhara is to choose the death voluntarily by giving up the body by fasting to observe the 
discipline of religion when normal life according to religion is not possible due to old age, incurable 
disease, severe famine etc. The aspirant subjugates all passions, abandons all worldly attachments and 
meditates until the soul parts from the body. 
In Jainism sacrifice of one‘s life has never been criticized if it is for a good cause, as in the case 
of Santhara, which is believed to be done for the spiritual good. In Jainism, highest importance is given 
to the passionlessness. In Santhara, all the afflictions are conquered by the aspirant and as a result of 
mental and spiritual poise; the soul is purified and elevated.  
A comprehensive analysis of Santhara is found in Jain text Ratnakarandaka sravakacar by 
Samantabhadra, ―Prior to the adoption of the vow one should give up all love, hatred and attachment to 
possessions, with a pure mind, and obtain forgiveness of one‘s relations while also forgiving them 
oneself. One should give up grief, fear, anguish, attachment and keep oneself engaged in meditation. 
Then he should give up gradually food, then liquid and even water. During the observance of the vow 
one should not commit any of the transgression entertaining a desire to live, or wishing for speedy 
death, exhibiting fear etc.‖
35
  
But Santhara practice of Jain religion is different from the concept of euthanasia. While 
euthanasia has medical grounds, Santhara has spiritual grounds. Euthanasia is killing or to assist in 
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killing oneself painlessly for reason of merely suffering from an incurable disease, while Santhara is an 
act of self-offering where all the passions are subjugated. Secondly, the decision of euthanasia is not 
necessarily taken by the aspirant himself, but in Santhara, the decision is solely of the aspirant when in 
order to realize his pure self, the aspirant channelize his energy in the direction of the attainment of 
highest ideal of liberation. 
Conclusion  
After studying and comparing the approach towards euthanasia of four major religions, it is 
concluded that only Hinduism and Jainism has sanctioned euthanasia, though not in the sense in which 
it is desired in the present time. Islam and Christianity have strictly forbidden it. Christianity, whose 
basis is the service of people, and Islam has denied euthanasia but slowly seems to be diverting 
towards the passive euthanasia. The reason for which may be to keep in terms with the pace of the 
modern times. But in the process of trying to keep in pace with the modern needs and aspirations, the 
mandate from the two religions does not forget to put stress on the religious verdict against it. 
Hinduism gives the privilege of choosing one‘s time of death oneself as it believes in rebirth 
and immortality of soul. The difference between the concept of euthanasia as per the religious notions 
of Hinduism and Jainism is that while in Hinduism, choosing the time of death is available to the seers 
and the spiritually elevated people but in Jainism it is the mean to elevate one‘s soul and is available 
for common man also. Jainism is the only religion which advocates ‗Ichcha Mrityu‟(Jainism advocate 
ichcha mrityu but against euthanasia as taken in the present times.) in the most explicit terms. It is still 
prevalent among the community and being practiced, while the concept is not practiced by Hindus 
presently and it remains only in the religious texts. 
******************* 
 
